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The Early American Novel in Fragments: Writing and Reading Serial Fiction in the Post-Revolutionary United States
Matthew Pethers
Following the trend towards authoritative 'collected works' and definitive 'libraries of classics' inaugurated in both Britain and the United States in the 1860s, publishers today tend to package old novels in a seamless, self-contained, visually uniform way which encourages readers to approach them in a rigidly consistent fashion.
1 Indeed, these reading conventions are so powerful that, even as the rise of book history has sensitised literary scholars to the material contingencies of any text's publication, circulation and reception, the centrality of 'the book' to this discipline has led to a continued privileging of the novel in its bound form. This often unconscious partiality is to some extent the legacy of a Romantic predilection for aesthetic wholeness and unity. Thus modern editions of many eighteenth-and nineteenth-century novels retrospectively elide the piecemeal nature of their original publication in order to achieve that 'totality of effect' which Poe deemed 'a vital requisite in all works of art'.
2 Precisely because the weekly or monthly instalments of serial novels are so embedded in their moment of production they cannot satisfy the Romantic desire for texts which stand outside society and transcend history. As Laurel Brake has put it, 'these forms of serialisation are part of a popular pre-history of many . . . canonical nineteenth-century book texts, which have been disciplined and stripped out to resemble the comparatively austere volume form of reading material. . . . It is this "timeless" format of the volume text [which] has been normalised institutionally by nineteenth-and twentieth-century publishers, libraries, universities, and schools.' typically created and encountered imaginative works over an extended period of time, in part-issues or periodicals, should make us think harder about what we mean when we refer to 'the novel'. As Robert L. Patten has argued: 'Aspects of book fiction that are significantly altered by magazine serialisation [include] the convention of single authorship, the genre of fiction itself, the apparent self-containedness of the "material whole", and the timing and effect of the story's reception.' 4 The neglect of American serial fiction is rendered doubly conspicuous when contrasted with the detailed analysis which students of Victorian culture such as Ellen Hughes and Michael Lund have carried out on the serial form.
5 But while many of the methodological tools needed to understand the status and function of a text like Jeremy Belknap's 'The Foresters' -published in nine instalments in the Columbian Magazine between July 1787 and April 1788 -have already been tested in a British context, what follows is not simply a case of importing existing arguments into the American scene, for two reasons. Firstly, most studies of British seriality see the huge success of the twenty monthly parts of The Pickwick Papers in 1836-37 as marking the birth of the serial novel. My focus, however, is on the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, a period when serial publication was still in its infancy. And secondly, the texts I shall consider necessitate a revision of some of the familiar arguments about seriality because of their Americanness. The serial form for American readers and writers, both then and now, reflects important questions about the formation of cultural identity and independence which are not as pressing in the British context. Four months after it began publishing 'The Foresters', the Columbian Magazine published the opening instalment of 'Amelia; or The Faithless Briton', which it described as 'the first of a series of novels, drawn from the same source, and intended for public communication, through the medium of The Columbian'. 6 Printer and co-editor William Spotswood must have sensed that this sentimental tale of an American maid seduced by a British soldier would prove appealing to a public still hungry for material about the War of Independence, because he commissioned an engraving of a key scene from the novel for the magazine's frontispiece. 'Amelia' was republished four times in other magazines over the next decade, and went through several editions in book form, making it one of the most successful early American novels. It is important to note, though, that 'Amelia' did not appear between hard covers until 1798, and that even then it was packaged (by Spotswood himself) alongside three other works -a brief life of Cervantes, a translation of Jean Pierre de Florian's pastoral poem Galatea, and Anna Seward's
